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Environmental education starts where science education stops:  
Let's look at our water 
 
Julie Davis T. Teach, B. Sc. (Envir. Studies), M Envir. Ed. 
School of Early Childhood, QUT 
 
 
"Good planets are hard to find" 
 
Confronting the water crisis 
Water is in great abundance on this planet covering 70% of the Earth's surface, though 
only 3% is fresh water. Worldwide, almost 70% of fresh water is diverted from rivers or 
pumped from underground for irrigation, 20% is used for industry and 10% goes to 
residences. Less than 1% is actually available for drinking, and this is highly susceptible 
to wastage and contamination.  
 
Even though Australia is the driest continent on earth, we are the second highest water 
consumers, and, while we purchase bottled water from France (then throw away the 
bottle!), 20 % of the world's population, mostly children, do not have access to safe and 
affordable water. We each flush litres of high quality drinking water down the toilet, use 
many more in bathing, washing cars and filling pools. The reality, though, is that water is 
vital for human survival and for maintaining ecosystems, yet it is treated as if it is endless 
and its quality can't be diminished.  
 
At home, there are serious problems in the Artesian Basin. Many rivers barely sustain 
their habitats and some no longer flow in summer. Severe soil salinity along the Murray 
stems from excessive diversion of stream flows to irrigation. Excess nutrient loadings, 
primarily from fertiliser use, cause serious blue-green algae problems for waterways. Tree 
clearing around riverbeds results in erosion and silt-filled waters, leading to changes in 
water temperature and low oxygen. The Murray River Cod is in decline, but it must be 
remembered that fish are at the top of complex food chains and reflect less obvious but 
very serious alterations to biodiversity of 'lesser' species (State of the Environment 
Advisory Council, 1996).  
 
Dropping water tables and dried up rivers are clear signs that we are using fresh water 
beyond the capacity of the Earth to replenish it (Yenchen & Wilkinson, 2000). However, 
sadly, we are not alone - huge rivers such as the Colorado, Yellow, Nile and the Ganges 
are so drained by irrigation and urbanisation that they, too, run dry for parts of the year 
(Meadows, 1999). 
 
Urban areas also play their part in reducing water quality being the source of many 
pollutants affecting local creeks and rivers and ultimately damaging our harbours and 
bays. It is estimated that 80% of the adverse impacts on estuaries and seas derive from 
terrestrial sources. Oil spills kill many marine organisms. Mining of fish stocks and 
destruction of mangroves and reefs that serve as breeding grounds for many commercially 
important fish and shellfish are also significant human actions affecting water resources. 
 
Through land overuse and mismanagement, the impacts of droughts and floods are 
becoming more severe, with climate change expected to magnify these effects. Unless we 
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learn to take better care of land and water, we will continue to see losses in aesthetics and 
community amenity, biodiversity and land and sea productivity with growing crises in 
human health and poverty. It is also recognised that issues concerning water rights are 
looming as major threats to many regional groups and nations in this coming century. 
Already there is talk of 'water wars', as local and national tensions escalate over rights to 
water and issues of overuse or misuse of water resources.  
 
Science education for the environment? 
How effective is science education, then, in helping students become wiser and more 
active water conservationists? As good teachers of science, I'm sure you already teach for 
understanding of the physical and chemical properties of water; children study the 'water 
cycle'; learn about clouds and what happens to a puddle in the sunshine. Science 
education is terrific for developing this kind of knowledge-base.  
 
However, this is not enough in a world increasingly becoming more unsustainable. While 
young children do not need to be confronted by stories and images of dead penguins, 
parched crops, dying cattle, and thirsty and diseased children, nevertheless, I believe we 
should be helping them understand their place in nature; that they can be stewards of the 
earth; and that the earth's resources, especially water, are precious and should be used 
carefully and respectfully. 
 
Environmental education 
This is where environmental education comes in, taking over where science education 
leaves off. While the Queensland Science syllabus includes environmental considerations, 
it is through environmental education, (now legitimately a part of the Queensland SOSE 
syllabus), that these can be deeply embedded. Environmental education deliberately 
teaches for sustainability. It teaches about thinking, feeling and acting in ways that will 
lead to sustainable environments for the long term. A good way to think of environmental 
education is the integration of three educational approaches - education in, about and for 
the environment. With young children, you could refer to these as the love, know and do 
approaches (Dighe, 1993). 
 
LOVE - Education in the environment  
This emphasises direct experiences with nature, seeking to foster wonder and empathy for 
the natural environment and for living creatures (including humans!). Education in the 
environment gives high priority to outdoor learning environments, where the outdoors is 
both a setting and a resource for learning.   
 
KNOW - Education about the environment 
In this approach, learners are helped to understand how natural systems work, to 
appreciate their complexity and to explore human/environment interactions.  Through 
education about the environment, we can learn about energy and water conservation, 
waste recycling and the social/health impacts of climate change or pollution. 
 
Do - Education for the environment 
Education for the environment is about ‘taking action’, seen as having the greatest 
potential for developing and changing attitudes, values and behaviours. Children, with the 
support of their teachers and others in the community, can adopt any number of actions: 
 
• helping to create and maintain habitats and gardens  
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• raising money for community projects  
• setting up classroom/centre recycling programs 
• writing to the media or local politicians about local matters of environmental concern 
 
Education for the environment is built on the belief that social critique and inclusive 
social practices are essential for working together for the common good, with a 
commitment to ‘making a difference’ based on local issues and concerns. When learning 
and actions are pro-people and pro-environment, environmental education becomes much 
more than part of a mandated ‘learning area’. It is becoming ‘education for sustainability’ 
with important ecological and social legacies. 
 
Integrated strategies for learning about water 
One way to develop ideas about ecological sustainability into your teaching is to build on 
successful science. Continue to provide children with opportunities to learn about the 
physical and chemical properties of water (the WOW kit has good activities for this) and 
about the water cycle and ecosystems.  
 
But don't stop here! Help children to problematise their water use. Get them thinking 
about how they could reduce the amount of water they use. Link with mathematics and 
conduct a water audit to find out exactly how much water is wasted when the tap is left on 
for 2 seconds, 5 seconds, 10 seconds. Have children think about reusing the water once 
the water tray is finished with. Encourage watering plants by hand. These social actions 
for sustainability might be small scale, but help to establish habits that become lifelong 
(they help educate adults too!) 
 
There is also a growing range of children's picture books that have water conservation 
themes. Get these, and more, into your library! Make a positive contribution to the 
environment! 
 
Cry Me a River (1991) 
A river flows from mountain to sea, passing through a city where its waters become 
poisoned and polluted. 
Rodney McRae, Angus and Robertson - Harper Collins: Aust. 
 
The Wonder Thing (1995) 
A story about the preciousness of water. 
Libby Hathorn with Peter Gouldthorpe Viking, Penguin Books: Australia. 
 
One World (1990) 
The wonder of beaches and oceans, and the need to protect these environments, are 
explored. 
Michael Foreman (1990) Red Fox-Random Century: UK. 
 
Solo (1995) 
This book deals with the potentially disastrous impact on a whole penguin family 
when just one is caught in a fishing net.  




Teaching Resources and Contacts 
Whizzy's Incredible Adventures (P-2)  
This kit (around $65) includes an A3 storybook; A5 versions; poster; felt story.  
Available from WaterWise (see below). 
 
Environmental Protection Agency 
Website: http://env.qld.gov.au 
Phone: 
Beach Protection Authority   (07) 3227 8494 
Brisbane River Management Group  (07) 3227 7658 
Healthy Waterways    (07) 3227 7767 
WaterWise     (07) 3224 2897 
 
Department of Natural Resources and Mines 
Website: http://www.dnr.qld.gov.au/resourcenet/water 
 
WaterWise School Education Program  
Contact your local council for information and availability. 
For Brisbane City Council: 
http://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/council_at_work/education_learning/schools_resources/waterwise_schools 
 
Join Our Network 
Want to learn more about environmental education for young children? Join the 
Queensland Early Childhood Environmental Education Network.  
Membership details are available on our new website at: http://rite.ed.qut.edu.au/queceen 
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